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Abstract 
Male circumcision is an age-old practice known to many cultures of the world. In South Africa, particularly among the 
amaXhosa, male circumcision is practised as a rite of passage to manhood, generally by boys aged 18 to 26. This study 
investigated perceptions of nine traditionally circumcised Xhosa male university students on their view on the relevance of 
traditional circumcision in face of calls for its abolition. Open-ended individual interviews were conducted among psychology 
university students after introduction to psychology tutorial sessions in the Department of Psychology. Respondents in this study 
reported that the ritual is still very relevant, however there is a need for the restoration of the cultural dignity of male 
circumcision among the amaXhosa. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
Ritualised circumcision is practised as a rite of passage among the amaXhosa people of South Africa, who reside 
mainly in the Eastern Cape Province. The ritual, traditionally referred to as ulwaluko, is done during the June/July 
and December/November school holidays. Portrayals of bravery (usually shown by an initiate withstanding the 
pressures inherent in the ritual) are tested during this period. Mgqolozana (2009) observed that men who ‘fail’ this 
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test of bravery are not treated with respect and do not receive the same status as other men in the community. Non-
compliance to the demands of this practice is always a source of many psychological problems among Xhosa men 
(Mavundla et al., 2009). In fact, some initiates prefer to endure the pain and face death rather than risk being 
perceived as failures and be treated like adolescents for the remainder of their lives. 
2. Controversies around ulwaluko 
Ulwaluko has been advocated as a good structure in place for the moral development of boys by many 
custodians. In spite of the promise for this initiation to root out mischievous behaviour inherent in some boys, 
Makhanya (2010) argued that the incidence of social ills in South Africa, particularly in the Eastern Cape where the 
ritual is practised, is yet to confirm change in behaviour among initiated amaXhosa men. He declared that social ills 
such as family neglect, rape, domestic violence, criminality and alcoholism are as prevalent among practitioners of 
the practice as among non-practitioners. 
3. Methodology 
A qualitative design was employed for this study.   
3.1. Collection 
In-depth interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim 
3.2.  Participants 
A total of nine traditionally circumcised Xhosa male psychology first year students were individually interviewed 
at their University during their free time. 
4.  Results  
4.1. Cultural relevance of ulwaluko 
The ritual rites of passage were originally formulated by Gennep in the early 1900s. Draper (2003) explained 
how the individual enters as one kind of person and emerges as a new person. Mgqolozana (2009) and Mavundla et 
al. (2009) suggested that there is a significant change in behaviour and conduct once an initiate is reintegrated into 
his community. The change in behaviour and personality is attributed to the teachings acquired during the initiation 
training. According to Mgqolozana (2009), sometimes a boy’s misbehaviour is a sign that he needs to go for 
initiation in order for the ritual to rid him of such behaviour. Evidence of this change can be seen through 
physiological, emotional and behavioural patterns. When asked what he thought was the main reason of the ritual, 
one participant reported that:  
Participant 1: Initiation makes individual behaves like a real man. For example, if a child uses to steal, the parent 
especially the father would force him to go for initiation and after being initiated the boy is compelled to change his 
ways of life. There was great respect for this before, that after being initiated, no matter what he was, whether he 
used to steal he would change his ways, forget about what is happening now, nowadays anything goes. You’ll find 
that even though someone has been initiated he still behaves the same way he used to before he was circumcised. ...  
Participant 1 is a 29-year-old first year Education student. He has one male child and reported that ulwaluko 
helped him to change and respect women more.  
When this above participant was further asked if he thought the ritual was still relevant he reported that:  
Participant 1: It depends on you as a person whether you want to do it or not because it’s no longer done the same 
way as it used to. Nowadays a boy goes and you’ll find out that nothing has changed, they still behave in the same 
way as they used to when they were uncircumcised. 
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From the above extracts it appears that initiation had a positive impact in this participant’s life. Although he does 
not go into much detail as to what exactly about his experience made him gain respect for women, he mentioned 
elsewhere that being initiated gave him confidence which he did not have before. This was reiterated by almost all 
the participants in this study. The gain of confidence after successfully participating in the ritual seemed to be a 
highlight for most of the participants. The participant’s take on the relevance of the ritual is also influenced by this 
psychological-social gain of confidence originating from successfully being initiated into manhood.  
Four other participants said the following about the relevance of the ritual: 
Participant 2: Yes I’d say it’s still relevant today. Like for your social cohesion you see. 
Participant 2 is a third year Law student. He is 23 years old, has no children and was traditionally circumcised 
seven years ago. He believes that people should obey their culture even if it kills them.  
 Participant 2 reported that his reason for viewing the ritual as relevant is due to the benefit of social cohesion 
brought about by the ritual. The socialisation aspect brought about by the ritual plays a significant role in cementing 
cultural manhood notions and is also seen as assisting in bringing a sense of belonging and identity for young men 
(Mavundla et al., 2009). Due to the benefit of social cohesion brought about by the ritual participant 2 feels the ritual 
as still relevant.  
Another participant reported the following: 
Participant 3: It is still relevant hey but I feel the people undergoing it aren’t really  paying attention to that. 
It’s become more of a peer pressure thing now.  
Participant 3 is 24 years old. He is a second year B.Ed. student. He was traditionally circumcised five years ago 
and stated that he would want his child to undergo initiation, however he fears that in the near future the ritual may 
become extinct.  
In the above extract, participant 1, attributed possible dying relevance of the ritual to initiates who lack 
understanding of the significance of the ritual. This suggests that if those undertaking the ritual were to fully 
appreciate the ritual, there would be no debate regarding the relevance of the ritual. He does however state that the 
ritual is relevant.  
A participant who elaborated more on the relevance of ulwaluko said the following: 
Participant 4: We need to sit down as Xhosa men and review, because the custom itself is still relevant you 
understand. I mean really. So now we have to review the custom to suit the time that we are in because we are living 
in different time you understand? There is a need for review. 
Participant 4 is a Bachelor of Social Science first year student in his late twenties. He has two sons. He was 
traditionally circumcised ten years ago.  
Participant 4 recognises the challenges faced by the initiation ritual. However he still feels that despite this the 
ritual is still relevant. He points to the plasticity inherent in social constructs such as rites of passage by making an 
example of other traditional customs where fluidity is observed. The call for a review of the Xhosa initiation rite of 
passage by this participant is an important one as it highlights both the importance of the ritual as well as the 
urgency in ensuring the well-being of those taking part in it.  
Another participant responded as follows: 
Participant 8: I think its relevant because it was put into action for a certain reason to set apart boys from men in 
the olden time and u know there are certain things you can do as a man and now taking the other route which is the 
western side is really gonna take away the custom. There are a lot of boys that go to the bush like we have but they 
still do the same things that they did as boys so some people will say it’s not relevant, that’s why I say like it’s a 
person’s decision. 
Participant 8 is a first year education student who was traditionally circumcised two years ago. He has no 
children. He feels the ritual has changed over time however it is still relevant.  
In the above extract, Participant 8 acknowledges the justification in people who do not view the ritual as relevant 
and would not mind compromising and taking the “other route”. This was the predicament faced by most of the 
participants in this study – the acknowledgement of the social ills whilst at the same time maintaining that the ritual 
is still relevant. However, the acknowledgement of the challenges in the ritual did not merit the conclusion that the 
ritual should be abolished.  
The participant further stated the following: 
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Participant 8: The whole process taught you humility and respect. It is both physical and emotional transition. 
You feel it in your head because you were there for weeks and you go through things and you get a lot of time to 
think. When you come back it’s like wow did I actually put myself through all that?  
The social constructionist theory stipulates that we take a critical stance toward our taken-for-granted ways of 
understanding the world. Social expectations play a significant role in shaping individual’s behaviour. The society is 
made up of shared values and assumptions between groups and individuals. Many times people within society 
subscribe to these shared values and assumptions in order for that society to function. Another reason for 
conforming to societal norms and values is that it serves as means of cultural preservation. Therefore some 
participants are of the opinion that the ritual is relevant for the benefits it bring to those who undergo the practice as 
well as for the purposes of cultural conservation to “to keep the culture going” despite its challenges, as one of the 
participants said.  
From the above, it can be deduced that participants in this study perceived that manhood training has changed 
over time. The participants pointed out that the time spent by initiates in the bush and the age at which they undergo 
initiation stand as factors that undermine the relevance of the ritual as well as the value that is to be elicited by the 
teachings taught in this ritual. Participants concluded that this has affected the quality of the outcome of the 
initiation. 
5. Discussion and conclusion. 
The circumcision ritual is an integral part of the Xhosa culture. However, in recent times, this practice has 
generated heated debate in government, the media and academic circles. It is as a result of this that this study 
investigated perceptions of traditionally circumcised Xhosa men about the relevance of this practice. The aim of this 
paper is to add to this very important debate regarding the relevance of ritual circumcision.  
Seven of the participants interviewed for this study reported that they still believed in the ritual despite its 
growing condemnation. Most of the participants believed that ulwaluko schools instil discipline in men. Some gave 
personal encounters of how the ritual positively influenced their behaviour. Participants reported that the ritual 
teaches them how to be responsible men. This notwithstanding, participants believed that manhood training has 
changed over time and continues to change. If things should continue this way, some of the respondents had the 
feeling that the tradition might be replaced with Western circumcision practice and this might pose a threat to the 
preservation of their culture. Participants identified the time spent by initiates in the bush, the age at which initiates 
undergo initiation and the unrepentant behaviour of traditionally initiated men as key factors that threaten the dignity 
of the ulwaluko practice.  
Although the ritual has fundamental flaws, as there does not seem to be a complementary relationship between 
the produce of ritual circumcision and the moral teachings of the ritual, the ritual still has value to those who 
practice it. Ntombana (2011) stated that in spite of negative perception about Xhosa ritual circumcision, it remains 
an important attribute of Xhosa culture, highly valued by the male folk. To emphasise this he made an analogy about 
the fact that despite the promise of religion to be a moral vehicle for society, the fact that there are still individuals 
who behave contrary to the values imbedded in their respective religions does not mean that religion should be 
abolished. The recognition and acknowledgement of flaws in any social construct should not be used as pointers for 
bashing or condemning such constructs. 
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